
Introduction 
 Past research indicates that student-parents at U.S. 
colleges and universities often face structural barriers 
such as programmatic inflexibility, financial strain, and 
difficulties accessing childcare that is convenient, 
affordable, and meets their scheduling needs (Brown & 
Nichols, 2013; Yakaboski, 2010). These structural 
barriers can prolong their time to degree, and impact 
their persistence and likelihood of graduation.   
 In the recent UCSC Campus Climate Study, 3% of 
undergraduate (n = 130) and 9% of graduate (n = 35) 
student respondents reported having dependent 
children (Rankin, 2014). While UCSC’s community of 
student-parents is small, its relative inconspicuousness 
may result in greater marginalization and a failure to 
recognize and support the needs of these students. 
 The present study undertook a further exploration of 
UCSC student-parents’ experiences by surveying their 
family structures, economic pressure, living situations, 
and social support. 

Method  
Participants 
 UC Santa Cruz graduate and undergraduate 
student-parents were recruited using flyers, emails to 
the graduate student listserv and to faculty listservs, 
and Facebook posts. Participants had to be 18 years  old 
or older, be enrolled as a UCSC student, and have at 
least one dependent child (defined as a child who lives 
with them for whom they are responsible). Participants 
could be on leave and/or have only partial custody of 
their child(ren). 
 Eight graduate student-parents responded, while 
only one undergraduate student-parent responded. 
Thus, analysis will be limited to graduate student 
respondents (Aged 28-43, M = 33.63, SD = 1.77). .   
Procedure  
 Interested individuals self-screened and completed 
an online questionnaire, which included demographic 
questions, as well as questions about when they became 
parents, how parenting had impacted their progress to 
degree, where and with whom they lived, and their 
social support. 
 In addition, family economic pressure was measured 
using the sum of 2 items assessing the degree to which 
participants felt they could make ends meet and the mean 
of 7 items assessing the degree to which participants felt 
they had the money needed for material needs. Make ends 
meet was assessed with items about difficulty paying 
monthly bills (1 = no difficulty at all to 5 = a great deal of 
difficulty) and having money left over at the end of the 
month (1= more than enough money left over to 4 = not 
enough to make ends meet.).  Material needs was 
assessed with statements about having money for needs 
like housing, food, and transportation (1 = strongly 
agree to 5 = strongly disagree). 
 While focus groups were planned as the second 
phase of the research, due to extreme scheduling 
difficulties, these were not possible. 
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Conclusions 
 The present study sought to further explore UCSC 
student-parents experiences. Most notably, we were 
not able to arrange focus group meetings  with a 
minimum of 3 participants, due to scheduling 
difficulties. Participants were offered both food and 
childcare during the focus groups. Thus the inability 
to find a time when a minimum of 3 participants could 
meet with the research team is indicative of the severe 
time pressure faced by these UCSC graduate student-
parents. 
 As in past research with student-parents at other 
U.S. universities,(Brown & Nichols, 2013; Yakaboski, 
2010),  we found that the UCSC student-parents in our 
sample faced a moderate amount of economic 
pressure.  However, the majority of participants were 
working for pay and had partners who worked for 
pay. The economic needs of graduate-student parents 
may outpace their earning potential while enrolled as 
students. In addition, while participants described 
both family and friends as providing social support , 
more than a third explicitly described a lack of support 
either in general or with regard to their child(ren). This 
combination of economic pressure and potentially 
insufficient social support likely has implications for 
student-parents academic success and well-being. 
Further research is needed to examine this possibility. 
  The present sample was relatively diverse with 
regard to age, ethnicity, gender, and housing. 
However, the majority of participants were 
heterosexual and partnered.  While the  present study 
was also  limited by its small sample size and the 
inability to conduct focus groups to gather in-depth 
information regarding participants’ experiences, it still 
provides important insight into the experiences of 
graduate student-parents at UCSC.  
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Parenting 
 

• Participants had between 1 and 3 children (M = 1.63, 
SD = 1.95) who ranged in age from 7 months to 16 
years (M = 4.14, SD= 1.94). 

• Most (50%, n = 4)) became parents before coming to 
UCSC, with fewer becoming parents while at UCSC 
(37.5%, n = 3), and only one becoming a parent while 
they were an undergraduate before coming to UCSC 
(12.5%). 

• Most had not taken time off of their current degree 
due to their children (62.5%, n = 5). All those who had 
were female. 

• All partnered participants were with their child(ren)’s 
other biological parent. All partners participated in 
parenting the child(ren). 

Social Support & Living Situations 

Participants reported a range of sources of support and of 
degree of feeling supported: 

• Most  mentioned family (75%, n = 6), although  they were 
often noted to live far away and /or to only provide 
emotional or occasional tangible support.  

• Equally common was  support from friends  (including peers 
and neighbors).  

• Three participants remarked in some way on the scarcity of 
their support, either in general or specifically with regard to 
their child(ren). 

Most participants reported living with their child(ren) and 
partners (75%, n  = 6). One of these participants was also living 
with her mother. The two single participants reported living 
only with their child(ren). 

Family Economic Pressure 
 
• All but one participant who was partnered reported that their 

partner was  currently employed for pay, though a second noted 
that generally her partner was more often not employed than 
employed. 

Participants reported:  

• moderate difficulty making ends meet (Range  =  2-8, M =  
4.75, SD = 2.38; higher scores indicate greater difficulty). 

• moderate difficulty paying for basic needs  (Range  =  1-4.14, 
M =  2.37, SD = 1.36; higher scores indicate greater difficulty). 
 

Demographics  
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Participant Scores for Family Economic 
Pressure 

Make Ends Meet

Material Needs

Variable F Percentage 

Ethnicity     

Chicano 1 12.5 

Human 1 12.5 

Mexican 1 12.5 

Mixed 1 12.5 

Salish 1 12.5 

White/Hispanic 1 12.5 

White 2 25 

Gender     

Female 5 62.5 

Male 3 37.5 

Housing     

Off Campus 4 50 

Family Student Housing 4 50 

Employment for Pay     

Yes 6 75 

No 2 25 

Relationship Status     

Cohabitating 1 12.5 

Married/Partner 5 62.5 

Single 1 12.5 

Other: Single and not 

looking 1 12.5 


